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 Today, the indigenous societies of 
Latin America are not very well known in 
the modern world. However, there are many 
lessons that these indigenous societies can 
offer to help improve all societies.  One in-
digenous society that is very interesting and 
still exists today is the Arhuacos.  This 
group has a great deal of knowledge of na-
ture and they believed that they know how 
to maintain the equilibrium of the world.  In 
general, the lessons that can be learned from 
the Arhuacos have the potential to improve 
many different areas of daily life. 
 The Arhuacos were decedents of the 
nomadic tribe called the Chibchas, which, 
because of their size, later divided into two 
groups, the “Musicas” and the “Taironas”.  
The Taironas are the direct ancestors of the 
Arhuacos.  In fact, the survival of the Tai-
rona society was threatened when the con-
quistadores arrived in South America.  In 
order to preserve their knowledge and be-
liefs, survivors from the Tairona society fled 
up the Sierra Nevada of Santa Marta, Co-
lombia, the highest coastal mountains in the 
world (“Arhuacos”).  It was important to the 
Taironas that their society continued to exist 
in order to maintain the balance of the 
world.  Even though it was impossible for 
the surviving Taironas to reconstruct their 
original society, they developed four new 
societies based on their belief system: the 
Kogis, the Kankuamos, the Wiwas, and the 
Arhuacos (“Tairona”).  Fortunately, the 
Spanish never colonized this land and these 
four indigenous societies still exist today 
(Ereira 142).  However, these societies, in-
cluding the Arhuacos, continue to fight in 
order to protect their cultural identity from 
the influence of outside cultures and to 
maintain the balance of the world. 
 The Arhuacos continue to live like 
their ancestors in the Sierra Nevada located 
in Santa Marta, Colombia.  Because of their 
isolated location high up in the coastal 
mountains, the area is very biologically di-
verse (“Arhuacos”).  It is not surprising with 
this great biological diversity that the Ar-
huacos are very interconnected with nature.  
According to the Arhuacos, Santa Marta is 
the center of the world and contains all the 
knowledge of the world.  They believe that 
it is still important to continue maintaining 
the balance of the world in order to preserve 
the knowledge of the mountains (“We 
Live”). 
 Like the Taironas, the Arhuacos 
have leaders within their society called 
“mamos”.  The mamos have the responsibil-
ity to keep order and balance within the so-
ciety and with nature; the mamos are the 
priests, the unbiased judges, the elected 
politicians, and the chiefs of their society.  
Furthermore, the mamos preserve the 
knowledge of their history, culture and wis-
dom that gets passed on to each new  
Submitted by Alice Brunet 
The Arhuacos 
     Great Day 2009                    SUNY Geneseo 
38 
1
Brunet: The Arhuacos
Published by KnightScholar, 2010
 generation.  It is determined at 
birth if a boy is to become a mamo 
and if he is chosen, he goes through 
an extensive training to learn all of the 
knowledge that has been learned 
throughout the centuries (Lizarralde 43). 
 Even though the Arhuacos live in an 
isolated area because of their location in the 
mountains, between 1870 and 1880 coloniz-
ers and priests started to invade their land 
and purposely tried to change their culture 
(“The Thought”).  This was the beginning of 
a continuous battle to preserve their culture 
that the Arhuacos still face today.  Luckily, 
in 1890 a law was passed in Colombia that 
allowed the Arhuacos to participate in the 
national government.  Because of this, the 
Arhuacos had the opportunity to learn about 
the economic, political, and social aspects of 
the Colombian government.  To this day, the 
Arhuacos continue to be very politically 
savvy and involved in modern day politics.  
Although it has not been easy for the Arhua-
cos to gain governmental support, their con-
sistent and respectful persistence has pro-
moted some positive changes for their cul-
ture (Lizarralde 45). 
 An example of the Arhuacos' strug-
gle to protect their culture and land is when 
the Capuchin mission was established in 
1908.  This was a mission established by 
Christians who wanted to domesticate the 
indigenous tribes of the Sierra Nevada.  The 
Christians believed that the indigenous tribes 
were savages and they needed to be Christi-
anized.  In order to achieve this goal, the 
Christians constructed churches on their land 
and began to teach the Arhuacos the Spanish 
language and the teachings of Catholicism.  
The Arhuacos were very respectful to the 
Christians even though the Arhuacos did not 
want them on their land, but were stubborn 
about changing their belief system.  This 
made it impossible to convert the indigenous 
population.  Because of this, the Christians 
decided to concentrate on converting the Ar-
huaco children.  In order to do this, the out-
siders would kidnap the Arhuaco children 
and place them in an orphanage where they 
would teach them their ways (“The 
Thought”).  When the Arhuaco children ar-
rived at the orphanage, they did not have 
access to the world outside of the orphanage 
walls.  The Christians prohibited the Ar-
huaco children in the orphanage to speak 
their native language, cut their hair, and 
dressed them in modern day clothing 
(Lizarralde 46). 
 In order to avoid the invasion of out-
side groups like the Capuchin mission and 
repair the damages caused to their society by 
these outside influences, the Arhuacos in 
1930 decided to have the highest mamos talk 
with the Colombian government.  After 
much persistence, the Arhuacos eventually 
convinced the Colombian government to 
give the Arhuacos complete rights to their 
land, but this did not last long.  In 1962 the 
Arhuacos had to fight for their land again 
because, against the request of the Arhuacos, 
the government constructed a public road in 
order to facilitate military observation of the 
land (Lizarralde 46-47).  The Arhuacos were 
very mad about this because these new mili-
tary bases were located on Arhuaco sacred 
land.  This made it impossible for the Arhua-
cos to continue their ancient tradition of hav-
ing sacred rituals that preserved nature and 
the balance of life. 
 The Arhuacos had to once again 
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 fight for their land because the Co-
lombian government claimed that 
they did not have proper documenta-
tion for the land rights of the indigenous 
people.  It is believed that Simon Boli-
var approved the decision to give exclu-
sive possession of the Sierra Nevada to the 
indigenous group.  Even though the mamos 
had kept documentation of this decree, the 
Colombian government did not recognize 
their records as appropriate documentation 
of their rights to the land.  To fight against 
this, the Arhuacos decided to rally with other 
indigenous tribes of the Sierra Nevada.  For 
many decades the battle continued, fighting 
against the missionaries and the government, 
and fighting for their rights to the land.  Fi-
nally on March 14th, 1984 the Arhuacos ter-
ritory was proclaimed a reservation (“The 
Thought”). 
 Despite their success, the Arhuacos 
continue to have problems with the mission-
aries who are trying to convert them and in-
fluence their culture.  One reason why this is 
still occurring is because the Arhuacos be-
lieve that everything and everyone in the 
world is free and cannot be controlled.  The 
Arhuacos also believe that everything in the 
world is equal and there is no hierarchy of 
power.  Because of this, it is very difficult 
for the Arhuacos to assert any authority over 
others, including over the missionaries (“The 
Thought”).  Interestingly, the Arhuacos to-
day do not desire any reparations for any of 
the negative events that have occurred be-
cause of the influences of outside groups 
such as the missionaries. The Arhuacos only 
desire that these groups leave their land.  
Furthermore, the Arhuacos state that they 
are willing to put behind them these negative 
experiences if these outside groups would 
simply respect the Arhuaco culture (“We 
Can”). 
 Because of the Arhuacos respectful 
mentality to outside groups, there have been 
many changes to their traditional lifestyle 
due to these outside influences.  One exam-
ple of this is evident in the Arhuacos' educa-
tion system.  The Arhuacos believe that all 
school subjects, like science, cannot simply 
be taught through a structured system (“The 
Thought”).  Instead, they believe that every-
thing in nature has significance and can 
teach the most important life lessons (“Our 
Family Tree”).  Before the arrival of outsid-
ers, none of the Arhuacos had the ability to 
read and they did not have a modern system 
of education.  However, during this time the 
Arhuacos believe that there was more or-
ganization, more respect for everything, and 
more harmony with nature (“We Suffer”).  
When the missionaries arrived, they con-
structed their own schools and forced the 
Arhuacos to learn their language and relig-
ion in their structured system.  Furthermore, 
if the Arhuacos did not obey and if they did 
not learn their lessons, the Arhuacos were 
punished. 
 These new schools hindered the Ar-
huacos’ ability to preserve their culture and 
wisdom.  Therefore, the Arhuacos needed to 
develop a more organized system of educa-
tion in order to continue teaching within 
their society their native language and cul-
ture (Lizarralde 45).  Now, in order to pre-
serve their culture, a dictionary of their lan-
guage has been written and their oral stories 
that have been passed down from genera-
tions also have been written down.  Further-
more, today the majority of the Arhuacos 
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 can speak their native language be-
cause in all of the twenty-eight Ar-
huaco towns, the Arhuaco children 
are learning their native language in 
schools (“Arhuacos”).  Despite these 
new-age changes, the mamos still do not 
like using a structured school setting.  The 
mamos question if the children are really 
paying attention and learning.  The mamos 
desire to continue teaching in a more tradi-
tional way, but they realize that the threats 
of outside influences must be met with this 
new structure in teaching (“We Suffer”). 
 Another problem that the Arhuacos 
have due to the influence of the western 
world is with illegal drugs, specifically as it 
relates to coca.  For the Arhuacos coca is 
called “ayu” and it is their most sacred plant 
because it facilitates a connection with na-
ture.  Furthermore, coca is an essential part 
of their sacred rituals and also of their daily 
life in general (“We Can”).  For example, 
the Arhuacos maintain friendships by ex-
changing coca with each other.  Because the 
coca plant is very sacred to the Arhuaco so-
ciety, there are many restrictions related to 
the use on this plant.  For instances, selling 
coca for money is not allowed, only the ma-
mos know how to properly cultivate coca, 
and permission from the mamos is needed in 
order to be able to use coca (“Ayu and Cri-
sis”).  Typically, when an Arhuaco man 
turns twenty years old it is then allowed for 
him to have coca in his possession at any 
time (“We Can”).  It is important to note that 
the Arhuacos do not use the coca plant as a 
narcotic; they chew the plant in order to 
minimize fatigue and hunger, improve their 
memory and increase their energy (Elsass 
51). 
 According to Colombian laws, only 
indigenous groups are permitted to cultivate 
coca for personal use.  For the rest of the 
Colombian population, the cultivation of 
coca is considered to be illegal (“We Can”).  
Nonetheless problems with the Colombian 
drug trade, especially with cocaine and mari-
juana, have persisted since 1982.  That same 
year all non-indigenous groups were sup-
posed to leave the Sierra Nevada because the 
land was decreed a reservation under Co-
lombian law.  However some of the mission-
aries and colonizers continued to live on the 
land. With the help of some mestizos, the 
missionaries and colonizers who stayed 
started to grow illegal plants (“We Live”).  
The Arhuacos knew that these illegal coca 
plantations were used to produce and sell 
cocaine.  Not only was this a grave violation 
of this sacred plant, but these illegal planta-
tions also created many problems for the Ar-
huacos (“Ayu and Crisis”).  In order to pre-
vent the production of these illegal plants the 
Colombian government, with the help of the 
United States, had planes spray herbicides 
and pesticides on these lands (“We Can”).  
These chemicals also destroyed the Arhua-
cos' crops and contaminated their water, and 
as a result the Arhuacos started to become 
increasingly sick.  The Arhuacos also suf-
fered because their most important and most 
sacred plant no longer received the respect 
for its great quality to connect the Arhuacos 
with nature (“Ayu and Crisis”). 
 In general, the Arhuacos continue to 
have many problems that are caused by the 
influence from other cultures.  Tourism to 
the Sierra Nevada is destroying the natural 
life and is negatively influencing the daily 
life of the Arhuacos (“‘Pagmentos’ and  
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 Balance”).  Now, some Arhuacos 
are wearing baseball caps, expen-
sive watches, driving Jeeps, drinking 
excessive amounts of alcohol, and lis-
tening to modern music.  What is most 
important is that this contact with the out-
side world has negatively effected the 
younger generation of the Arhuacos because 
they no longer desire to live as traditional 
Arhuaco and want to be a part of the modern 
world (“Arhuacos”).  Also, the tourism in-
dustry has been promoting a more commer-
cialized system in the Sierra Nevada to at-
tract more tourism.  For example, Archuaco 
women are encouraged to sell their hand-
crafted bags and clothes (“We Head To-
wards”).  In order to fight against this out-
side pressure to modernize their society, the 
mamos organized the “Gonavindua Tairona” 
in 1987 (“Arhuacos”). 
 However, the only way in which the 
Arhuacos will be able to completely protect 
their culture is with the help of the Colom-
bian government.  Because of this, the Ar-
huacos and especially the mamos, continue 
to educate themselves on the Colombian 
government system and frequently go to Bo-
gotá in order to fight for their rights.  The 
Arhuacos have also contacted ministers, for-
eign ambassadors and philanthropic groups 
that fight for human rights to help assist 
them in gaining their rights.  At this point, 
the Arhuacos want more than anything to be 
able to declare the Sierra Nevada a reserva-
tion where only indigenous groups can live 
and where they will be able to preserve their 
society and their natural environment 
(“Arhuacos”).  The Arhuacos have had some 
success in achieving this with the help of 
political groups, but it has not been enough 
to completely gain back their land. 
 And, even though the Arhuacos have 
received some political help and have im-
proved their situation, the Arhuacos have 
had to be stubborn and persistent because 
sometimes the government only creates 
more problems. One example is when the 
army established military bases on the Ar-
huaco territory (“‘Pagmentos’ and Bal-
ance”).  Furthermore, the government does 
not always try to resolve the problems that 
the Arhuacos are trying to address.  For ex-
ample, when the Arhuacos tried to reclaim 
their land as a reservation, the government 
instead focused on creating health and edu-
cation programs and promoting Christian 
teachings.  Disappointingly, instead of help-
ing the Arhuacos, sometimes the govern-
ment only focuses on modernizing the Ar-
huacos (“Regaining the Land”).   It is almost 
impossible for the Arhuacos to defend them-
selves and each year their territory is becom-
ing smaller because the government is con-
tinuously dividing their land (“The 
Thought”). 
 Unfortunately the Arhuacos have 
also become innocent victims of the violence 
in Colombia. For example, according to eye-
witness testimonies, on November 29, 1990 
heavily armed men in national uniforms 
forced three mamos traveling to Bogotá off 
the bus.  Later, on December 13, the same 
three bodies were found dead with many in-
dications that the men had been tortured 
(“Three”).  Another example occurred in 
2003 when two Arhuacos were found be-
headed (“Indians Beheaded”).  It has be-
come a constant battle for all of the indige-
nous groups of the Sierra Nevada to avoid 
these unjust persecutions. 
  
 
    
     Great Day 2009                    SUNY Geneseo 
42 
5
Brunet: The Arhuacos
Published by KnightScholar, 2010
  Interestingly, it was agreed 
amongst the Arhuacos that none of 
them would fight in Colombia’s inter-
nal war or be associated with any of the 
guerrilla groups.  Even though the Ar-
huacos know it is a dangerous time not to 
defend themselves, they have decided to 
solely focus on preserving the natural envi-
ronment and maintaining the equilibrium of 
the world (“We Live”).  In reality, the Ar-
huacos realize that this war has the potential 
to completely destroy their society.  It has 
become more and more common that mem-
bers of FARC, a guerrilla group of Colom-
bia, force the indigenous people to become 
soldiers.  If they refuse, the guerrilla group 
kills them.  Many of the indigenous groups 
that lived near the Arhuacos needed to flee 
into the jungle in order to survive.  The Ar-
huacos are very fearful that their society will 
soon end in a mass genocide if no drastic 
changes are made.  But the Arhuacos do not 
desire to fight.  They only want to continue 
living their sacred way of life (Forero). 
There are many groups, like Amnesty Inter-
national, Survival International, and Tairona 
Heritage Trust, that are trying to preserve the 
indigenous tribes of the Sierra Nevada, but 
their efforts have not brought enough change 
to protect the Arhuacos from the negative 
consequences of this internal war. 
 The Arhuacos have tried to improve 
their situation during this crisis, but the au-
thority of even the highest mamo in the 
modern government is no longer as powerful 
as it was in the past.  Despite this fact, the 
Arhuacos have decided that they will no 
longer negotiate with the government.  They 
want all of their demands met. The Arhuacos 
realize that a stronger centralized govern-
ment is needed to be able to improve their 
situation and because of this, the Arhuacos 
have become very stubborn in order to sur-
vive, protect the natural environment and 
preserve the balance of life in their region 
(“We Suffer”).  It is very interesting that 
even today the Arhuacos continue to be very 
loyal to nature, just like their ancestors. 
 Sadly, only 25 percent of the Ar-
huaco sacred forest has been preserved (“We 
Live”).  The forest has been destroyed by a 
multitude of causes such as: contamination 
from herbicides and pesticides, deforesta-
tion, overpopulation, pollution, a decrease of 
the cultivation of traditional crops, and the 
increase of illegal plantations.  There is no 
longer enough forest to maintain the biologi-
cal diversity of the Sierra Nevada.  Because 
of this, the Arhuacos believe that very few 
people in the modern world respect nature as 
well as they should or take enough responsi-
bility in protecting nature (“Our Family 
Tree”).  Just like the modern population 
needs to pay for electricity in their house, 
the Arhuacos believe that they also need to 
respect nature in order to protect their planet 
(“Ayu and Crisis”). 
 The connection that the Arhuacos 
have with nature has allowed them to see the 
negative changes that are currently occurring 
within nature.  For example, they have ob-
served that plants are flowering prematurely, 
bees are disappearing and are no longer pol-
linating plants, birds and butterflies are 
changing their migration patterns, the snow 
on the mountain peaks are melting, there is a 
decrease in humidity, the rainfall pattern is 
changing, and the rivers are drying before 
they connect to the sea. Even though the Ar-
huacos are not familiar with the phrase 
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 “global warming”, they are well 
aware that the flora and fauna are 
being effected by the lack of focus on 
preserving the environment. The Arhua-
cos know, without the help of modern 
day sciences, that the average temperature 
of the world has increased and that it is a 
negative result of practices within modern 
societies (Cycon). 
 If these problems are not resolved 
soon, the Arhuacos believe that there could 
be an increase in sicknesses worldwide and 
plagues of insects that will cause much de-
struction (“We Live”).  In general, there has 
been an increase in developing preservation 
programs in order to improve the current 
situation.  However the Arhuacos could be a 
key asset in assisting this cause since they 
have many centuries of experience and the 
desire and will to protect the natural envi-
ronment (“We Suffer”).  An important start, 
according to the Arhuacos, should start with 
their land.  They believe that the Colombian 
government should buy all the territory in 
the Sierra Nevada that is currently owned by 
non-indigenous people and give it back to 
the Arhuacos.  In their opinion, this is the 
best solution to improve the environmental 
balance of the territory and would also pro-
vide the Arhuacos with the opportunity to 
preserve their society (“We Live”). 
 The Arhuacos have survived for 
more that twenty-five centuries and have 
consequently acquired a substantial amount 
of knowledge.  There are many lessons, in-
cluding how to preserve nature, which we all 
can learn from the Arhuacos.  Other impor-
tant lessons can be learned from the Arhua-
cos’ daily life and general philosophy.  For 
instance, the Arhuacos do not grow more 
food than they need; instead, all of the crops 
in the Arhuaco territory are for all of the Ar-
huacos.  Each family has many crops, but if 
an Arhuaco needs a plant that they do not 
have in their own crop, they simply can walk 
to another Arhuaco crop and take the plants 
they need (Elsass 47).  The Arhuacos have a 
lifestyle that is very communal and non-
materialistic.  It is a society where neighbors 
freely share all of their possessions and 
knowledge. 
 However, the Arhuacos are competi-
tive with regard to acquiring knowledge.  
They will constantly challenge each other to 
determine who is the most knowledgeable 
person.  It is a very friendly competition and 
it does promote the acquisition of informa-
tion (Elsass 49-50).  The Arhuacos have re-
alized that an obsession with acquiring prod-
ucts or being materialistic in general does 
not promote happiness.  Materialism is 
something very important in modern society, 
but recent psychological studies tend to 
agree with the Arhuacos that this lifestyle 
does not promote happiness. One thing that 
does promote happiness is obtaining more 
knowledge.  Even when the conquistadores 
were settling in the Americas in search of 
power and gold, the Arhuacos had the men-
tality to live a simple, non-materialistic and 
purposeful life.  It is possible that modern 
day objects are distracting the world from 
the most important things in life and thus 
preventing a simple, but very purposeful life. 
 The Arhuacos also know how to 
maintain the balance of power within their 
society thanks to the mamo leaders.  The 
Arhuacos always need to obtain advice from 
the mamos and receive permission for any-
thing that is not part of the traditional  
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 lifestyle (Elsass 47).  Furthermore, 
when the mamos help other Arhua-
cos, the mamos are required to be un-
biased (Elsass 48).  The mamos have 
essentially all of the power within the 
society.  However the mamos do not have 
any special privileges for having this role.  
They need to be a model of how to obey the 
sacred laws and because of this, the mamos 
are very respected within the community.  It 
is very interesting that the Arhuacos have 
had a successful society with impartial and 
effective leaders and have survived for many 
centuries.  In general, the mamos have a 
very important role because they also have 
the responsibility of learning, remembering, 
and passing on the history, knowledge and 
wisdom that have been compiled for many 
centuries. 
The modern world has much to learn 
from the Arhuacos’ model of society, from 
their desire to acquire knowledge, their re-
spect for one another, and the unbiased lead-
ership of the mamos. 
 The attitude of the Arhuacos toward 
tradition has led them to become opponents 
of the dominant society's development ideol-
ogy, which regards the Indians as poor peo-
ple who  need to develop and take in new 
things. The Indians have often rejected de-
velopment experts who come in to the area, 
because they do not believe they need to be 
developed. On the contrary they have 
stressed that Indian culture is a prerequisite 
for white civilization. (Elsass 63) 
 In a way, the Arhuacos are the oldest 
ecologists in the world because of their inti-
mate relationship with nature (“We Live”).  
The modern world can learn a lot from the 
Arhuacos' persistent and respectful nature 
that has lasted more than twenty-five centu-
ries.  Especially important is how to live in 
harmony with both nature and each other. 
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